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AMANDA INNES
A Problem of Patriarchy: Female Genital Mutilation
The God Amma of the Dogon, the Invisible One and Creator 
who created all of life, first created the Earth. It was his wife. 
He slept by her. But this first act of creation went wrong.
The member of Amma bumped against the woman’s member: 
her clitoris, the termite mound that sticks up out of the Earth. 
Amma ripped out the hill, circumcising the woman, and the 
Earth became obedient to her master. Out of the disorder of 
the first creation came Yurugu, the desert fox.
-Creation myth of the Dogon in Mali (Janssen-Jurreit 245)
In order to combat patriarchy’s position as the general guiding force in 
societies around the world, western women must see the importance of 
exploring the politics surrounding the practice of female genital mutilation and 
the experiences of women who fall victim to this cultural tradition. This 
importance lies in the desire to globally eradicate patriarchal sway rather than 
merely attack patriarchal forces present in the western world. An 
examination of this particular practice requires knowledge of the physiological 
procedures and results of female circumcision and information concerning the 
patriarchal influence on the role of a woman in developing countries which 
foster this custom. Anthropological studies of many sorts document the 
invaluable role women have in developing societies and the inherent need, 
supported by a patriarchal way of thinking, that their husbands, fathers, and 
sons have to decrease their significance and keep them bound to strict rules of 
habit. Though this practice is relatively confined to certain geographic areas, 
one must also examine the idea of psychological clitoridectomies in developed 
areas, primarily the western world, in an effort to further discern the role of 
patriarchal thought in society.
Over one million women in the world fall victim to the practice of female 
genital mutilation. In order to fully comprehend the deleterious impact of this 
cultural practice on women’s lives, one must have a certain knowledge of 
female anatomy--its features, functions, and purposes--we being with the 
female orgasm. The female orgasm may be considered an internal version of 
the male orgasm (Parmar and Walker 365). The vestibular bulbs and 
circumvaginal plexus (a network of nerves, veins, and arteries) constitute the 
major erectile bodies in women. These structures parallel the penis of a man, 
as they too become swollen in the same way that a penis does. Thus, female 
orgasm is an internal process which may originate with clitoral stimulation.
Female genital mutilation consists of not one, but many practices (Parmar 
and Walker 367). Circumcision or sunna is the removal of the prepuce or 
hood of the clitoris with the body of the clitoris remaining intact. An excision 
or clitoridectomy is the removal of the clitoris and all or part of the labia 
minora. Sometimes during this custom part of the labia majora is removed 
also, a practice which is known as an intermediate. Finally, infibulation or 
pharaonic is removal of the clitoris, the labia minora, and much of the labia 
majora. The remaining sides of the vulva are stitched together to close up the 
vagina, except for a small opening, which is preserved with slivers of wood or 
matchsticks. All of these procedures make intercourse difficult and painful 
and minimize the chance or possibility of female orgasm.
Obviously, there are many grave, harmful effects of the procedure and 
the tradition as a whole which severely destroy women both physically and 
psychologically. The girls who are to be circumcised are typically lied to about 
where they are going and why they are being taken away. Many times, they 
are held down and bound by women during the actual circumcision. One 
woman who was subjected to excision said that people in her family would tell 
her “We are going to wash your hands and afterwards you w ill have some 
food,” or “You will sit on a piece of iron and then have food,” in order to 
preserve the lack of knowledge and awareness surrounding the practice
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(Parmar and Walker 257). As a result, many women suffer from psychological 
injuries because they are not mentally prepared for the situation. According 
to Dr. Henriette Kouyate, a gynecologist from Dakar, Senegal, “Fear is also a 
very important problem, because when those children are taken away they are 
not prepared for the pain they are going to suffer, and the pain creates stress 
and shock” (Parmar and Walker 295). In addition, the actual practice usually 
includes no application of anesthesia to reduce the amount of pain.
After the actual procedure is complete, the girl is subject to various 
complications and suffering. For example, hemorrhaging is a common, 
sometimes fatal, result of the operation which may weaken or even kill a girl. 
Furthermore, because female genital mutilation is a communal activity and the 
circumcisers usually do not clean the blades before or during the procedures, 
victims are typically prone to infections, which may spread to various internal 
organs, or exposure to Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome (AIDS). 
Though the victims of these procedures are typically young girls, in some 
communities the custom takes place when the young woman is of a marrying 
age. When a recently married woman has been subjected to the procedure, 
her husband is instructed to engage in intercourse with her for at least eight 
days to promote healing and prevent scarring which would block her vaginal 
opening. Such blockage is very painful for the woman. Infibulation, which 
requires a stitching up of the vulva entirely, is often considered the most 
damaging and harmful form of female genital mutilation. Alan David 
describes this procedure in Infibulation en Republique de Djibouti:
The little girl, entirely nude, is immobilized... by at least three 
women... the old woman excises the clitoris... cuts with her 
razor from top to bottom of the small lip and then scrapes the 
flesh from the inside of the large lip... the little girl howls and 
writhes in pain... the opening left for urine and menstrual 
blood is miniscule. Then the operator... ensures the adhesion 
of the large lips by means of an acacia thorn, which pierces one 
lip and passes through into the other. She sticks in three or
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four in this manner down the vulva... held in place, either by 
means of sewing thread or with horsehair. (Parmar and 
Walker 308)
The small size of the vaginal orifice after infibulation is inadequate for the 
removal of menstrual blood; thus, women often face infections which 
sometimes result in sterility. Childbirth becomes virtually impossible. 
Occasionally, in labor, the inadequacy of the opening causes tearing of the 
woman’s skin from her vagina to her anus, which prevents her from holding 
her feces throughout her lifetime. The birth frequently takes longer than 
normal, potentially creating health problems for the infant. All of these 
complications for women and their families leave many wondering why this 
practice is not immediately abolished.
The stated reason for the practice typically relies on misconceptions 
about religion, tradition, and hygiene. However, it is clear that female genital 
mutilation is primarily a tactic employed for male domination over women. 
The tradition of female genital mutilation infringes on a woman’s right to 
pleasure and reduces her position within society, reflecting man’s domination 
over both her body and her ability to find happiness.
Domination related to gender differences is often attributed to the 
existing patriarchy in the world. Patriarchy is at the root of many cultural 
institutions which are based in male-centered practices and opinions. At the 
heart of patriarchy is oppression. Historically, women have been excluded 
from institutions such as church, state, universities, and the workforce 
(Johnson 11). Even when female participation in these institutions has been 
permitted, it has generally been relegated to a subordinate level. Patriarchy is 
male-identified and male-centered, placing women in a position where their 
worth and value is either ignored or suppressed with greater regard paid to 
man’s impact on society. This suppression transforms itself into a tangible 
form which pervades a woman’s life from youth to adulthood: she is raised 
early with certain expectations of behavior and dress merely because she is
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female, she generally receives less attention in educational settings, she faces 
more difficulty in obtaining high status jobs and rarely earns the same income 
as her male counterparts.
The basis of patriarchy and male-focused society is generally ascribed to 
“natural” differences between males and females (Johnson 24). For example, 
men tend to be physically stronger than women, which may have created in 
males a need to protect and dominate their female counterparts. Furthermore, 
the male nature may be genetically linked to aggressive behaviors while the 
female nature may be linked to submissive behaviors. With this perspective of 
a biological, genetic basis for patriarchy, it is difficult to envision a possible 
change. Belief in evolution leads some to argue that patriarchy is a necessary, 
positive adaptation, and that societies organized around male domination 
typically thrive better. Therefore, such a natural order may be impossible to 
alter.
However, from archaeological and historical perspectives, patriarchy is 
anything but a natural order. Much archeological evidence from 
prepatriarchal times, which dates back to approximately seven thousand years 
ago, maintains that the goddess image was highly revered throughout modern- 
day Europe, Africa, and the Middle East (Johnson 25). In addition, the status 
of women in tribal societies varied greatly from their status in today’s societies: 
kinship was traced through women, women were not subordinated, misogyny 
and sexual violence were unheard of, and women controlled property and had 
political authority.
Therefore, it is necessary to attribute the overriding essential features of 
today’s patriarchy to the patriarchy itself: a system which perpetuates itself 
continuously and is self-maintained through coercion and violence. In 
addition, it is a system which asserts man’s control over women. As stated by 
Allan Johnson in The Gender Knot, patriarchy “encourages men to seek 
security, status, and other rewards through control, to fear other men’s ability 
to control and harm them, and to identify being in control as both their best
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defense against loss and humiliation and the surest route to what they need 
and desire” (26). With this perspective, one realizes that patriarchy is a system 
which revolves around what goes on among men; a woman’s role therein 
becomes a pawn for a man to demonstrate his superiority and control and gain 
a sense of accomplishment. Conversely, a woman’s authority or notion of 
control is frequently regarded with criticism and disapproval. In the United 
States, for example, a woman perceived as controlling a man is often looked 
down upon as a “castrating bitch” or a “ball buster,” and the man is typically 
labeled as “henpecked” or “pussy whipped” (Johnson 27). In developing 
countries, a woman could be shunned and removed from her community as a 
result of men’s disdain for her asserted autonomy. This demonstrates the 
extent to which male domination has become an accepted form of conduct in 
the modern world, especially evident in developing societies.
Female genital mutilation is regarded as a duty to remain unquestioned, 
particularly because it deals with a woman’s genitals, a private area in both 
dress and conversation. Activists against female genital mutilation attempt to 
raise consciousness and awareness about the issue because they believe that the 
practice would die out if women were encouraged to speak to each other 
about the harm and evils inherent in such a procedure, instead of being forced 
to remain silent, even to each other. One woman in The Gambia said the 
following when asked about why she allowed her four-year-old daughter to be 
recently circumcised: “Our great-great-grandparents used to do it, and we 
don’t know the reason why, or why we are still doing it and will continue to 
do it” (Parmar and Walker 323). Women who speak up about issues of gender 
in society are prone to violent retaliation within and outside of the 
community.
Perhaps one of the most interesting perspectives in research on this 
custom comes from women who perform circumcisions, female tools of male 
oppression and domination. In communities which uphold this custom, this 
woman is often revered and somewhat feared. A mystical quality is given to
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her, particularly of a religious basis. Alice W alker, in an interview with one 
woman from Dar Salamay, The Gambia, who was responsible for completing 
circumcisions in her community found that circumcisers are usually elected on 
a hereditary basis (301). This woman’s grandmother and mother held that 
position so she became the next elected to it. The benefits of such a job 
include the celebrations and feasts which honor her in addition to a small 
monetary payment during a certain portion of the custom, the washing 
ceremony. In her conversation with Alice Walker, this woman maintained 
that there are unrevealed secrets about the operation that neither she nor 
victim will share, demonstrating the veneration with which this practice is 
regarded (303).
Though support of female genital mutilation is relatively high among 
those tribes and communities who uphold the practice, many advocacy groups 
have been organized throughout the globe to inform people about the dangers 
of the operation and to potentially curb the destructive, sexist procedures.
Efua Dorkenoo is the director of FORWARD International, an activist and 
educational organization that works to eradicate harmful traditions, primarily 
female genital mutilation. The uniqueness with which Dorkenoo approaches 
this highly controversial issue lies in her challenge of the social questions 
rather than the clinical consequences. In an interview with Alice Walker, she 
said, “Genital mutilation is basically a social practice, with a health 
consequence. Generally, people have been dealing with it on the health side, 
and my impression is that if you don’t get to the roots, which is the social 
meaning of it, we will never be able to deal with it” (244).
Unfortunately, the lecture style typically used to engender change is not 
effective due to Africans’ natural resistance to European missionaries who 
came in to radicalize all modes of behavior and destroy any sense of tradition, 
according to Dorkenoo (Parmar and Walker 244). African communities of 
both women and men have been involved in nationalistic struggles for a long 
time. Thus, they view outsiders’ efforts to alter their traditions as anti-
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nationalistic and detrimental to the survival of their society and culture. As a 
result, FORWARD, instead of using a lecture style, opts to educate women 
about their role in society in unique ways, such as showing informational 
movies and engaging in conversation with women.
A significant cultural component of societies which practice female 
genital mutilation is a fear of women, in both sexual and power senses. Men 
fear women’s ability to overwhelm them and destroy the gender hierarchy 
instituted to prevent women’s domination of the community. In Sambia, a 
state established on and supported by warfare, many are concerned that men 
who are needed for war will become weakened by activities such as 
childrearing and domestic duties. Thus, women are ordered to accept these 
tasks while men must hunt, an activity which promotes aggressive and 
protective instincts. According to Sahlins (in Miller 197), “the imperative to 
be and to remain an aggressive warrior-hunter makes practical reason out of 
the socioeconomic standards that men fight and hunt, whereas women garden; 
that men should avoid the birth-giving and new-born, as well as daily 
caretaking and babysitting, for fear the men w ill grow ill or weak”. This 
concern has transformed the Sambian way of life into a society hierarchically 
arranged with the suppression of women’s knowledge and involvement in the 
community at the forefront of its organization. All males, from the ages of 
seven to seventeen are initiated as men into their community and are denied 
any real interaction with women and children. This tradition is rooted in the 
belief that boys would be polluted and their growth blocked by sexual 
interaction with girls and, after puberty, with women. Beliefs about women 
as polluting and depleting men’s energy are taught in initiation and reinforced 
through the values, discourse, and atmosphere of the men’s exclusive activities. 
Gilbert Herdt, an anthropologist who researched Sambian culture, maintains 
that “males naturally envy female fertility and reproductivity, which gives 
[women] a status potential beyond that of men” (Miller 316). The fear of 
women’s power in fertility spurs hatred of women’s perceived sexual
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attraction and prowess. Therefore, they must be stripped of their sexual 
ability and pleasure via circumcision or other forms of mutilation.
An important realization to make about female gender mutilation is that 
it is a biological practice justified by social means. Having a clitoris is merely a 
biological fact; woman, like man, is equipped with a center for sexual pleasure. 
Biological evolution dictates the need for such an organ. However, cultural 
needs to eradicate women’s happiness and perpetuate the patriarchy call for 
biologically altering a woman. Sex is both a biological and social process, and 
the dichotomy creates an imbalance and uncertainty within communities that 
are torn between the need to procreate and religious or cultural standards 
which say that sex is morally improper. This imbalance and dichotomy 
inspires men to reduce the potential for enjoyment of sex via female genital 
mutilation, while perpetuating a system of male domination which blends into 
their perception of women as evil because they are sexually desirable (Johnson 
55).
While the biological form of suppression of female pleasure occurs in 
some developing areas, a sort of psychological clitoridectomy plagues the 
western world partially due to Sigmund Freud’s psychoanalytic theory.
Freud’s psychoanalytic theory associated clitoral orgasm with woman’s desire 
to be masculine, which Freud saw as detrimental to woman’s psyche. Thus, he 
encouraged women to move away from clitoral sensation and stimulation 
toward only vaginal stimulation (Janssen-Jurreit 239). According to 
Marielouise Janssen-Jurreit, “Freud labeled the clitoris as male and active and 
considered a normal woman’s clitoris as an erogenous zone as superfluous as 
the appendix” (239). In Freud’s age, the removal of the clitoris was a part of 
psychiatric therapy: a London surgeon performed physical clitoridectomies on 
patients who suffered from hysteria in order to reduce excessive sexual desires. 
While the surgical removal of the clitoris results in an inability for orgasm, the 
Freudian method of psychologically eliminating clitoral sensation achieves an 
effect that is comparable to physical removal. Freud’s and ultimately other
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psychoanalysts’ presumptions about the nature and condition of the 
psychological and physical aspects of the clitoris clearly display the 
infringement of man’s thought upon women’s body, a direct cause and effect 
of the patriarchal system.
Finally, it is valuable to examine the role of literature in the movements 
for and against female genital mutilation. Because literature has the 
opportunity to express various ideas to large communities, it has been 
considered a valuable resource in both pro- and anti-circumcision endeavors.
In an essay by Jean O’Barr entitled “Feminist Issues in the Fiction of Kenya’s 
Women W riters,” there exists an antagonism between writers who support the 
tradition of circumcision and those who oppose it (O’Barr 60). Perdita 
Huston interviewed Sudanese women for her book Third World Women Speak 
Out; these women expressed liberal ideas about circumcision as well as a sense 
of dissatisfaction and condemnation with the custom in theory (O’Barr 62). 
However, they did admit that they would still submit their daughters to the 
practice. Their expressed convictions were still not enough to convince them 
to challenge the tradition in practice. This may be due to a fear of alienation 
within the community, an inability to bond with the other village women, 
which is documented in Muthoni Likimani’s They Shall Be Chastised.
According to Likimani, “You associate yourself with those in your 
circumcision age group. You work as a team... you are all one, helping one 
another” (O’Barr 62). Taking away this ‘bond of womanhood’ without 
replacing it with a more constructive, empowering entity, may weaken the 
effort to unite women. Thus, activists often attempt to instill more 
meaningful, invigorating energy and activities into these women’s lives as part 
of their efforts to eradicate the practice of female genital mutilation.
As an inhabitant of the western world which is often considered more 
advanced in the area of women’s rights and issues, I am also at times a victim 
of general patriarchal traditions of different kinds. With this in mind, I regard 
the individual subjection of women elsewhere as a direct attack against me. To
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harm an individual based on her physical make-up implies that all women are 
prone to subjugation. Though patriarchy in the western world is infused 
through a different kind of socialization and encourages different traditions, it 
may be considered an overwhelming system of thought which affects women 
all over the world. Therefore, I consider it my personal responsibility to 
address patriarchy as a world problem, not just an isolated set of western 
customs.
The essential aspect to realize about the practice of female genital 
mutilation is that it is not purely based on an opposition between men and 
women. The matter is not so simple because certain beliefs in culture and 
tradition have been indoctrinated into the minds of women who are in 
communities that uphold the custom. Therefore, the conflict involves greater 
issues and greater concerns, including the general patriarchal, inherited way of 
life of male domination and oppression, to which women all over the world 
are subjected. In order to truly defeat the practice, women must be informed 
that the tradition they hold close was merely invented as means to control 
them and promote man’s superiority. Until women are able to realize the 
potential for equality, they have no reason to strive for it.
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JENNIFER DEBISSCHOP
Woman as Victim; Woman as Liberator
Since its colonization Guatemala has, like many other countries in 
Central America, played a major role in the repression of the powerless by 
those in power and in the human rights abuses of many of its poorest citizens. 
It is important to realize that not all people trust the government in this area 
of Central America, and that some have even acted against its civil rights 
abuses.
This essay addresses the plight of woman as victim but in tandem with 
woman as liberator. As these stories make clear, many of the horrific 
experiences of Rigoberta Menchu and Sister Dianna Ortiz are shared by the 
larger population of oppressed and tortured peoples, the victims of 
Guatemala’s repressive government and military. One also sees in these stories 
hope for a brighter future through the actions of both women who continue 
to carry on the battle for the prosecution of those responsible for human 
rights abuses in Guatemala and who work toward a day when oppression will 
no longer exist in the country.
Guatemala
The history that many generally hear in regards to Guatemala, as with 
many other countries in both North and South America, begins with its 
“discovery” and colonization by people from overseas. In the case of Central 
America, and therefore Guatemala, the history is based on the conquest and 
colonization by the Spaniards. Yet, there is another story to be told about 
Guatemala.
Guatemala came into being as a civilization shortly after 500 BC and grew 
as a society until the conquest. Fray Bartolome de las Casas arrived in 
Guatemala in 1536 and tried to pacify the “hostile” Indians of the country. He 
was also one of the major influences in the institution of Spanish law in
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Guatemala. Catholic churches were established to teach Christian doctrine 
and gain converts among the Indians (or indigenous peoples) who soon became 
the cheap seasonal labor supply for the wealthy colonizers. “Since the 
conquest Central American society has been organized around the forced 
expropriation of the best lands and the forced conscription of labor in order to 
produce export crops that generate fortunes for small local elites” (Berryman, 
Religious Roots 39).
Unfortunately for the peoples of Guatemala, not much has changed in the 
past five centuries. Large companies, along with the government, own large 
amounts of the land, otherwise able to be cultivated by those who have none. 
This concentration of land ownership in the hands of the wealthy few is taken 
as a cultural threat to many of the indigenous peoples of the area as is 
evidenced through this quote by one of them.
They say there isn’t enough land. But who is saying that there 
isn’t enough land? There is plenty of land, but only a few 
people own it all. And they want all the Indians to disappear, 
so they can keep all the land, and we won’t be a threat to 
them. (Green 142)
The government of Guatemala has worked to prevent the indigenous people 
from having their own land through “land reforms” which turned the land 
over to public use by government organizations (Berryman, Religious Roots 
37). Along with this economic repression has come torture and human rights 
abuses.
This situation prompted Gaby Kuppers, editor at the Information Bureau 
for Latin America, to declare that:
After Colombia, the Central American republic of Guatemala 
has the most serious human rights abuses in the continent. 
Apart from trade unionists, student and political opposition 
groups, the victims of the army’s systematic terror are 
primarily indigenous peasants and agricultural workers whom
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the forces of oppression accuse of being ‘subversive’ supporters 
of the armed resistance. (Kuppers 111)
In other words, in order to facilitate the exploitation of the Guatemalan 
people for profitable business interests, the government and m ilitary forces 
also made them victims of torture, kidnapping, rape, murder, and mutilation 
(Berryman, Religious Roots 317). Anyone who tried to aid the Guatemalan 
people, by helping fight for their cause, educating the public, or offering 
guidance, also became subject to such abuse.
Woman as Victim
Such were the conditions in Guatemala under which both Rigoberta 
Menchu and Sister Dianna Ortiz lived. Although both women have very 
different stories, each was victimized by the forces of power in place in 
Guatemala during the sixties through the early nineties. Let us now examine 
the idea of woman as victim through the stories of these two women.
Rigoberta Menchu grew up a native Quiche Indian woman in Guatemala. 
She lived and worked among a people who were culturally discriminated 
against, rejected, and only recognized when labor power was needed by the 
dominant group (Burgos-Debray xiii). She began working at the age of five in 
order to help her mother with her two-year-old brother, who in later years 
would die from malnutrition, a common problem on the fin ca , or plantation. 
Even with both of her parents working, the family still found it nearly 
impossible to survive. So, at the age of eight, Menchu began to work for 
wages, making roughly twenty-five cents per day (Burgos-Debray 34).
Working on the f in ca harvesting coffee beans, Menchu saw the harsh 
reality facing grown Quiche women. Most had to work in order to help 
support their families, but they also had to take care of their many children. 
Many women on the plantation bore nine or ten children, of whom only 
three or four were in good enough health to survive. The other children were 
malnourished, and therefore death and suffering were ever present on the f in ca
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(Burgos-Debray 36-37). Menchu decided to get away from the life she detested 
on the plantation, and she went into the city to become a maid when she was 
twelve years old. By entering the city and the home of wealthy, educated 
people, Menchu believed she would have the opportunity to learn Spanish, the 
official language of Guatemala, before returning to her family (Burgos-Debray 
92). Yet, Menchu was treated worse by the family she worked for than by the 
landowners on the fin ca . She nevertheless decided to continue working for 
this family for one year in order to make enough money to help her family, 
and then return home. The day she decided to return home, she received 
word that her father had been imprisoned for arguing with the landowners 
over their recent usurpation of the land their family and other indigenous 
families had been cultivating outside of the f in ca  (Burgos-Debray 103). From 
that point on, Menchu’s life would never be the same. She was to become 
very active in the movement for the liberation of her people.
The story of Sister Ortiz’s victimization is very different from that of 
Rigoberta Menchu 's more economic and cultural oppression. It is instead a 
horrendous story of torture and abuse. Sister Ortiz’s story begins at a retreat 
of the Ursuline sisters in the northwest section of Guatemala, where she went 
to teach primary school in her late twenties. By helping the poor through 
education, Sister Ortiz earned the label of ‘subversive.’ Therefore, on an 
afternoon break during the retreat when Sister Ortiz was walking in the 
garden, she was approached by two men and told to follow them. She was 
told that if she made any noise or tried to draw anyone's attention, a hand 
grenade would be thrown into the retreat house, and innocent sisters would be 
killed. Upon exiting the retreat area, the men placed Sister Ortiz on a bus. 
They then blindfolded her and placed her in a car, bringing her to a detention 
and torture center in the city. Sister Ortiz’s ordeal lasted forty-eight hours. 
The physical and emotional scars from that ordeal have stayed with her to this 
day (Joslin).
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Upon entering the center, a warehouse of sorts, Sister Ortiz heard the 
screams of a woman being tortured. She was then taken to a room and left 
alone in the dark and cold for several hours. The captors returned and 
explained that they were going to ask her questions, and that she was to 
answer. If they did not approve of her answers, she would be burned with a 
cigarette butt (Berryman, Stubborn Hope 138). Upon commencing the 
questioning and torture of Sister Ortiz, the men began taping the whole scene 
in order to prevent her from speaking up. They would use the tape as a form 
of blackmail if she ever sought legal redress (Joslin). In the forty-eight hours 
Sister Ortiz was held captive, she was burned 111 times, repeatedly gang raped 
and abused sexually in other ways, and lowered into a pit with dead bodies 
where rats crawled all over her (Berryman, Stubborn Hope 138).
After the men brought her back into the room and gang raped her again, 
an American man, believed by Sister Ortiz to be a CIA agent, entered the 
room where the torture was taking place, and ordered the men to stop. He 
clarified the fact that Sister Ortiz was a United States citizen, and that the 
Ursuline sisters had called to report her missing, information that was 
spreading via different forms of media (Berryman, Stubborn Hope 138). The 
American man then took Sister Ortiz away from the center in a car and told 
her they would be heading to the United States Embassy, where she would be 
able to speak to someone about her experience. The man told her that he was 
sorry, and that her case was one of a mistaken identity. Sister Ortiz did not 
trust this man, so when the car stopped at a traffic light she jumped out and 
ran. The street was crowded, and Sister Ortiz ran to the aid of a woman on 
the street who later brought her to the Maryknoll house. Through its various 
connections, the Maryknoll house in Guatemala was able to quickly transport 
her to Mexico (Joslin). The next years were terribly nightmarish and 
emotional for Sister Ortiz and led to her speaking out in the fight against 
human rights abuses in Guatemala and for the liberation of the repressed 
majority of Guatemalan people.
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Woman as Liberator
After experiencing the terror of growing up in a society plagued by death 
and oppressive conditions, and after experiencing intense torture, both 
Rigoberta Menchu and Sister Dianna Ortiz began to speak out for the cause of 
liberation and human rights in Guatemala. Each speaks passionately and 
emotionally of her horrid history in order to end the oppression of the 
Guatemalan majority. And yet, each woman speaks in her own way with her 
own voice, representing not just herself but the lives of people who have been 
oppressed for over five hundred years.
Marjorie Agosin, native Chilean and professor of Spanish literature at 
Wellesley College, writes, “To confess... to narrate and dare to speak in order 
to survive have become important objectives of Latin American narrative, 
especially that written by women” (Agosin 103). Rigoberta Menchu is a 
woman who has so dared. In her book, I, Rigoberta Menchu, she writes with 
courage about her childhood under the eyes of the landowners, surrounded by 
oppression and death. She tells of her questions in regards to the structure of 
society, and finally she gives an overview of her involvement in the liberation 
movement for the repressed majority in Guatemala.1 Menchu fought right 
alongside her father from the age of thirteen in a battle against the landowners 
to be able to keep the small amount of land her people had cultivated for 
themselves (Burgos-Debray 106-107). She helped the community to devise a 
self-defense system in order to protect themselves against the frequent military 
break-ins (Burgos-Debray 127). She followed her father near the end of his 
freedom to different agencies and connections that dealt with the legal aspect 
of the ability to tend to the land. She worked with her father in between his 
many detentions for his 'subversive' activism and learned many lessons from 
his work (Burgos-Debray 110). Working inside her own small community 
was just the beginning of what her plans were for aiding in the liberation of 
her people.
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Menchu also became a major voice in the education of com paneros who 
worked on the plantation, and began to use the Bible as a source of education 
and motivation for the people she lived with in the community (Burgos- 
Debray 127, 130). Soon Menchu, assured of the safety of her own community, 
and aroused by the stories she had heard regarding the m ilitary’s raping of 
young women in a neighboring community, left to aid that community in 
establishing a system of security and self-defense. She looked at this sojourn as 
a commitment to her people and her faith (Burgos-Debray 141). The whole 
time she saw women struggling with the threat of rape and the difficulty of 
surviving it. She saw children suffering from malnutrition and dying at high 
rates. Yet, she kept faith in the idea that the situation would eventually 
change. She states this as follows,
M y dream was to go on fighting and getting to know people 
more closely. At the same time I was concerned that 
everything handed down from our ancestors should still be 
practiced. And even though the tortures and kidnappings had 
done our people a lot of harm, we shouldn’t lose faith in 
change. (Burgos-Debray 149)
When she was twenty-one years old, Menchu decided to try and create 
change on a broader scale by learning Spanish, the conquerors’ official 
language of Guatemala. She “[decided] to learn a new language in order to be 
able to transmit a story which belongs not to an individual but to a people. A 
people who possess one of the richest cultures on earth, whose very survival 
resists an ongoing devastation that began 500 years ago and has not ceased” 
(Randall 47). Menchu learned Spanish in order to fight for her people and to 
fight for them in the language that had oppressed them for so long. She was 
fighting for a recognition of her people’s unique culture, for a recognition of 
cultural differences, and for her people’s share of their own rights (Burgos- 
Debray xiii).
In 1979, Menchu joined the Com ite Unidad Campesina (CUC) demanding 
peasants’ rights, striking, demonstrating, demanding fair wages, traveling to do
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political work, educating, and learning new languages in order to be able to 
listen to the stories of all of the oppressed populations in Guatemala (Burgos- 
Debray 161-162). It was very important for Menchu to have all people — 
men, women, and children- involved equally in the fight for liberation. She 
believed it should be this way due to the fact that men, women, and some 
children among the companeros on the plantations did the same work and 
worked equally as hard (Burgos-Debray 222). In order to combine all people 
from all areas together, Menchu and her people formed the “31st of January 
Popular Front.” This organization was formed in 1981 and the people 
involved began to threaten the economic, political, and m ilitary stability of 
Guatemala through use of propaganda and other means, e.g., breaking 
machines and using Molotov cocktails (Burgos-Debray 231). Through the 
Popular Front, information regarding labor and governmental issues was 
carried across the country, mainly by women, and strikes were started for 
better treatment of workers (Burgos-Debray 233).
Menchu was finally forced into exile where she began to tell her story 
and, by doing so, the stories of her people. Shortly after fleeing to Mexico to 
spend time away from the conditions and death threats she was receiving in 
Guatemala, she returned to the comfortable surroundings of her cherished 
companeros. Instead of returning to her work with the CUC, she chose to 
work with another group, Vincente Menchu R evolutionary Christians, named 
after her father. Her main function with this organization was to educate the 
people. The organization itself denounced the church hierarchy for its silence 
at government abuses and began to literally interpret the Bible as a means for 
liberation from oppression (Burgos-Debray 245). Rigoberta Menchu has since 
traveled all over the world in an attempt to enlighten and witness to other 
cultures about the oppression of her people (Burgos-Debray 247).
While working for the liberation of the indigenous people in Guatemala 
was and is the focus of Rigoberta Menchu’s liberation work, Sister Dianna 
Ortiz’s work focuses mainly on liberating victims of torture from their own
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memories and emotions. Although her torture occurred in October of 1989, 
Sister Ortiz was not called upon to testify about it in the Guatemalan court 
until 1992. When asked to testify, she shared as much information as possible, 
but due to her inability to provide concrete evidence, she was dismissed as a 
liar trying to cover the tracks of a supposed lesbian love affair (Berryman, 
Stubborn Hope 138). Since that day, Sister Ortiz has struggled with the 
revictimization that the court inflicted but has taken that personal struggle and 
developed it into a group struggle. She made it into a struggle for the 
liberation of other survivors and not for herself alone (Ortiz 34).
At the present time Sister Ortiz has become a founding member of a 
group called Coalition Missing. The group is comprised of people who have 
had similar experiences to that of Sister Ortiz and those who are either family 
members of or close friends with people who have had these types of 
experiences. As members of Coalition Missing, the people pledge to support 
one another through recounts of their stories and in their liberation work, to 
promote human rights in Guatemala, and to testify before Congress in order 
to promote action in the resolution of their cases (Joslin). They work to 
receive the information necessary for testimony in court by requesting and 
petitioning an archive in Washington D.C.
In June of 1998, Sister Ortiz was asked to give one such testimony in 
front of Congress just before the “International Day for the Victims of 
Torture” events in Washington D.C., which she founded. In preparation for 
this day, she chose to have two plans of attack that she typed on her computer 
and sent to her coalition members. Plan A was to talk about her general 
situation and the circumstances she faced in Guatemala. Plan B was to explain 
that she had become pregnant as a result of the rape and had an abortion while 
in Mexico. This decision had a severe impact on her life due to her Catholic 
faith and her love for children. Someone managed to find this information 
and tell the press. By the time Sister Ortiz arrived to speak in Congress, the 
members of the press were waiting for her and barraged her with questions in
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regards to her decision to have an abortion. Therefore she had no choice but 
to use Plan B as her testimony to Congress. She broke down and left right 
after she had explained it, but her witnessing of this event in her life has 
helped her liberate herself and, in doing so, more effectively work to liberate 
others (Joslin).
Sister Ortiz receives letters asking her to help the people, especially the 
women in Guatemala, in dealing with the loss of loved ones and the ruin of 
lives by torture. One such letter stated, “Hermana Dianna, we must not allow 
them to silence us, but we know that each time we speak out, we will be 
persecuted and revictimized. Yet, we must continue in the struggle for justice” 
(Ortiz 35). Using an excerpt from this letter in her presentation, “Surviving 
Torture and Revictimization,” Sister Ortiz stated her belief that “more victims 
would come forward if they were not made to feel like criminals, treated like 
objects, and stripped of dignity” (Ortiz 35). She explains the need for people 
to stop making the victims feel as though they were the criminals in the 
heinous acts that were performed on them and their family members. Due to 
her work in overcoming her experience with torture and her willingness to be 
a “voice for the voiceless,” Sister Ortiz is looked up to and cherished as a voice 
of liberation and a means of hope for many victims in Guatemala. Through 
such support Sister Ortiz has spoken out and told her story and the stories of 
countless others in order to bring the activities of the Guatemalan government 
and m ilitary to light. She explains, “Please try to understand, our cry for 
justice is not a cry for pity, but a cry not to send us back to the torture 
chamber, a cry revealing that we cannot and will not accept a legal system that 
persecutes the victim and contributes to the continuation of torture.
Survivors do have rights!” (Ortiz, 36).
Conclusion
Wherever one looks in both the history and the present day of any 
country, one is able to see oppression in various forms, whether it is 
economic, political, or otherwise. The examples that Rigoberta Menchu and
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Sister Dianna Ortiz give us are ones of strong women, not in a fight due to 
selfishness, but in a fight motivated by the suffering of a collective group of 
people, the oppressed, the tortured. It can be said that these two women 
epitomize the goals of CONAVIGUA, a women’s liberation group. It is 
important for women to participate in the struggle for their people, to have 
their voices heard, to have their opinions taken seriously, to be respected and 
given dignity along with the people they are fighting for, and to struggle 
against the many abuses present in their lives (Radcliffe and Westwood 52). 
There is “no easy way to decipher the process by which a people can be 
broken, but silencing memory is certainly a big part of it” (Randall 156).
Both Rigoberta Menchu and Sister Dianna Ortiz have made an amazing 
impact on the movement for liberation in Guatemala through their 
witnessing. By telling their stories, and thereby telling the stories of others, 
they have shown the courage to fight against repressive regimes and oppressive 
forces in Guatemala and have taken a large step forward with a firm foot in 
the fight for the liberation of their people.
Endnotes
1 There has been some recent controversy as to the factuality of I, Rigoberta Menchu. 
Some critics say that she superimposed the history of oppression of all Guatemalan 
people over her own story and therefore either embellished details or added events that 
she did not actually experience (Poniewozik). Menchu has argued back with the 
statement that her book was not an autobiography but a testimony: “It tells my 
personal testimony, but it also has parts of the testimony of the collectiveness of 
Guatemala” (Poniewozik). Other reporters say that whether the details are true or not, 
they “get at the larger truth of the Mayans’ repression by a brutal U.S.-backed 
government” (Poniewozik).
Magazines such as Salon, the Nation, and newspapers like the New York Times have 
covered the controversy regarding the book, I, Rigoberta Menchu. Opinions have 
ranged from the extremely conservative right to the very progressive left, and from 
accusing Menchu of lying outright to giving a mixed account of her own life along with 
the lives of other indigenous Mayan people. I cannot deny that the information 
provided proves parts of M enchu's story false, but some parts of her story are accurate
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according to the research. The accuracy of the accounts of her own life along with the 
accuracy of the accounts of the struggles of the Mayan people are very important in 
allowing for dissemination of information about such struggles. It is important to 
know that parts of Menchu’s story are embellished, but it is more important to know 
that many are combined with the lives and struggles of the Mayan people who were 
not educated enough to provide a story for publication. Although there is controversy 
surrounding this source of information, I do not believe that such controversy 
completely eradicates the validity of certain points and especially of certain struggles 
that the Mayan people faced in the past faced and continue to face today.
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MICHELLE DILLIN
Feminist Themes in the Songs of the Indigo Girls
Introduction
From one social or political circle to another, the “feminist” label signifies 
varying beliefs, attitudes, conceptions and misconceptions. According to The 
Academic American Encyclopedia, the feminist movement encompasses the following 
initiatives: “feminists seek equal economic rights; support reproductive rights, 
including the right to abortion; criticize traditional definitions of gender roles; and 
favor raising children of both sexes for similar public achievements and domestic 
responsibilities” (49). In many cases, however, feminism is simply the belief in 
equality in roles, rights and responsibilities for men and women.
With the 1792 publication of Mary Wollstonecraft’s The Vindication o f  the Rights 
o f  Women, the quest for equality between the sexes became more than a distant hope. 
Its newfound salience would continue to grow through the realization of such goals 
as equal educational opportunities, voting and property rights, and acceptance in the 
workplace. In the minds of many progressive women, however, the battle is far 
from won. Critics point to unequal pay for comparable work, gender-bias in 
schools, and glass ceilings in the workplace and political arena, as proof that equality 
in the minds and lives of many Americans lies in the future. On a more subtle, but 
no less potent level, an examination of societal artifacts such as musical lyrics, 
television shows, magazines, and advertisements provokes questions regarding the 
way in which women’s roles are portrayed and how these portrayals can affect 
perceptions of womanhood among contemporary women.
Music is an undeniable force in society. People label themselves and one 
another, and even base their own tastes, on genres of music. Musicians become 
heroes; lyrics are memorized. Certain types of music are often associated with 
distinct behaviors. Rap music, for example, is often linked with inner-city violence 
and heavy metal music is often linked with drug use. Lyrics can also impact self- 
identity, forming one’s perception of him or herself in relation to society at large.
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The Indigo Girls, a band consisting of two women who write and perform 
their own songs, construct guidelines for women through their lyrical observations 
on life issues. In She Bop: The Definitive History o f  Women in Rock, Pop and Soul, author 
Lucy O’Brien categorizes the Indigo Girls as part of the alternative outgrowth of 
country music in the early 1990s. They sang songs "less about nostalgia or camp,” 
and “more directly related to living in the post-nuclear family age” (O’Brien 199). 
They join the growing number of female musicians who have sought to address 
issues of gender and equality in their music (Juno). Both openly lesbian and feminist, 
Indigo Girls Amy Ray and Emily Saliers write and perform songs that attempt to 
address the concerns of contemporary women. Examining the lyrics of their songs 
leads to the following research question: What constructs of gender are explored 
in the songs of the Indigo Girls?
Methods
In order to answer the research question, a sample of lyrics from the vast 
collection of Indigo Girls’ songs was obtained. Fourteen songs were randomly 
selected and analyzed using feminist criticism as a tool for cataloging constructions 
of gender and relating them to the overall position of women in the world. These 
songs are “Carry Me Away,” “Don’t Give Up On Me Baby,” “Hammer And A 
Nail,” “Virginia Woolf,” “Thin Line,” “Power Of Two,” “Shed Your Skin,” “The 
Girl With The Weight Of The World In Her Hands,” “Shame On You,” “Strange 
Fire,” “No Way To Treat A Friend,” “Least Complicated,” “Closer To Fine,” and 
“Galileo.”
In order to create a framework for discussion of feminist themes, the 
techniques traditionally employed by the fantasy theme analysis are used. This method 
assumes that language is a tool used for creating images and that the repetition of 
these images forms themes by which individuals can interpret reality. Once several 
themes have been identified, the unifying vision of the collection is discussed. In 
this analysis of the music of the Indigo Girls, the discussion of vision centers 
around connections to feminist thought and perspectives.
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Results
Important themes surface within the lyrics of Indigo Girls’ songs on many 
levels. Within the sample, several themes stand out as particularly consistent with a 
feminist understanding the world. The recurrent themes in the sample of fourteen 
songs are love, oppression, religion, truth, dependence, and unity. These are topics 
in which a feminist reading is generally not the most widely- acknowledged. Yet, 
given the way in which the Indigo girls explore these themes in their lyrics, each 
one is best viewed through a gendered lens.
Love. Undoubtedly one of the most common themes in music of any kind, 
love appears frequently in the songs of the Indigo Girls. Across all genres of music, 
the conception of women as weaker than men surface in many love-related lyrics. 
Men typically pursue women, who passively wait and look pretty. The Indigo Girls, 
on the other hand, use love as a force that can overcome all difficulties and as a 
source of heartache and destruction.
In “Don’t Give Up On Me Baby,” the lines suggest that, although the lovers 
are experiencing hardship, their love will enable them to prevail: “I said a few things 
to you - things that were better left unsaid, but don’t give up on me baby cause you 
know I love you and I always, I always will.” In the very next verse, however, the 
same song speaks of love as bittersweet and potentially harmful. It muses, “love’s a 
sweet kind of pain; it can give you wings to fly, then it drags you down.” The 
majority of references found in Indigo Girls’ songs that relate to concepts of love 
deviate from this negativity, centering around more positive aspects of the emotion. 
In “No Way To Treat A Friend,” the singer seeks “a true love affair.” She states, 
“I’m in love with you...don’t say it’s wrong if it feels right.” Uniting these references 
to love is the underlying assumption that love is an end for which individuals strive, 
and love, though capable of causing unhappiness and confusion, is worthwhile and 
desirable. “Power of Two” describes two lovers who are happy together, despite 
temptations along their path to commitment. The chorus of the song includes the 
line “if we ever leave a legacy, it’s that we loved each other well.” Avoiding “trying 
on the treasures of youth” and “all the shiny little trinkets of temptation” pays off in 
a love that is faithful and fulfilling.
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Oppression. The concept of oppression surfaces in several different contexts 
in the song lyrics of the Indigo Girls. In some instances, it occurs in terms of a 
power over one person. In “The Girl With The Weight Of The World In Her 
Hands,” the Indigo Girls relay an image of a young woman oppressed by an 
enormous, unnamed burden. Those around her notice her misfortune, but are not 
responsive: “we can all see her pain she wears like a banner on her chest, and we all 
say it’s sad, and we think it’s a shame and she’s called to our attention, but we do 
not call her name.” A similar response to oppression occurs in “Shame On You.” 
This song chides those who dismiss the presence and importance of Native 
Americans: “you wouldn’t know it’s (the reservation’s) there, and the white folks like 
to pretend it’s not, but their music’s in the air.” This discrimination is further 
exhibited near the conclusion of the same song, when the singer is stopped at a 
roadblock. The officer says, “we’ve been looking for illegal immigrants; can we 
check your car?” Realizing the irony of the officer’s words, the singer responds, “I 
say, you know it’s funny, I think we were on the same boat back in 1694.” Both 
instances of oppression are clearly used as means for evoking some sense of 
awareness of oppression. In both cases, people know about the situation and do 
nothing to remedy it. Oppression has been a constant in women’s history: 
prohibitions against voting, restrictions on property rights, and, on a more 
contemporary level, issues of inequality in the workplace and political arena.
Religion. Religious images and language appear throughout the lyrics of the 
sample. This technique is most prevalent in “The Girl With The Weight Of The 
World In Her Hands.” The young woman depicted in this song bears the Christ-like 
weight of a cross, and she delivers sermons. She has a profound effect over her 
followers: “the way she smiles so knowingly at me gives me the shivers.” The chorus 
of “The Girl With The Weight Of The World In Her Hands” includes the following 
religiously charged words: “I wonder which saint that lives in a bead will grant her 
consolation when she counts upon her need.” This statement suggests a negative 
view of traditional Catholicism's use of relics and rosary beads. In “Shame On 
You,” the following lines depict the faith of an individual who strives to be like 
Christ: “she says, you know, me and Jesus, we’re of the same heart; the only thing 
that keeps us distant is that I keep f***in’ up.” In light of the potentially 
oppositional comment on Christianity in “The Girl With The Weight Of The World 
In Her Hands,” these lines can be interpreted as a depiction of Christian faith as a
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source of guilt and personal degradation. By aligning the idea of striving to be like 
Christ with this woman’s acknowledgment of her own shortcomings, the song 
creates a causal relationship between the two.
A similar attack on institutionalized religion is launched in “Strange Fire,” 
where the singer asks, “who are you to speak for god with haughty eyes and lying 
tongues and hands that shed innocent blood; now, who delivered you the power to 
interpret Calvary, you gamble away our freedom to gain your own authority.” This 
remark on church hierarchy portrays a feeling of hostility on the part of the writer, 
directed toward church leaders and their perceived hypocrisy. Through the examples 
thus enumerated, the Indigo Girls relay a message of the importance of faith and the 
potential of traditionally established religion to harm an individual. Organized 
religion, as a strong social force, has been guilty, throughout history, of 
discriminating based on gender; arguments continue to rage over women’s 
involvement in religious ceremonies and service.
Truth. Several songs in the sample also address the search for Truth. One of 
the most prominent examples of this phenomenon occurs in “Closer To Fine,” in 
which the entire body of lyrics revolves around the singer’s quest for “clarity.” The 
song details the singer’s journey toward Truth: “I went to the doctor; I went to the 
mountains; I looked to the children; I drank from the fountains.” In the end of 
“Closer To Fine,” the singer realizes that Truth comes when one is not aggressively 
seeking it. The song ends with the lines, “the less I seek my source for some 
definitive, the closer I am to fine.” In “Least Complicated,” the singer learns that 
everything she has been taught is not necessarily the Truth. The second verse states, 
“so long ago when we were taught that, for whatever kind of puzzle you got, you 
just stick the right formula in; a solution for everything.” The singer must discern 
for herself as her experiences dictate and uncover her own Truth. Similarly, 
“Galileo” recounts the tale of the scientist who disrupted civilization with his new 
perspectives on the universe. He was punished by the government and his church, 
when “his crime was looking up the Truth.” Despite his condemnation, Galileo 
prevailed as a source of knowledge and innovation. Connecting the speaker’s search 
for Truth with Galileo implies persecution along the road. This is clearly true of 
women suffragists who suffered all kinds of indignities as they pursued the path to 
gender equality.Understanding the search for Truth for oneself is at the heart of
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many of the Indigo Girls’ songs. In this sense, the quest for Truth is wholly related
to a woman’s journey toward self-realization. 
Dependence and Unity. Several songs in the sample tackle the issues of 
dependence and unity, which often appear simultaneously. In “Carry Me Away,” the 
line “I called you up today to bridge my sorrow; carry me over the line to you” 
reveals one person’s reliance on another in a time of need. An important context 
for this instance of dependence is the overall sense of helplessness in the song: “I’m 
caught up in the tide” and “I’m walking a distance; I feel I’ve been running for 
miles.” Other occurrences state the theme of dependence more clearly. “Don’t Give 
Up On Me Baby” includes the lines, “Don’t give up on me baby, though I may 
seem strong, it’s only because you’re around.” The well-being and strength of the 
singer is related to the presence and support of the addressee.
Several instances attach the concept of dependence with that of union. “Power 
of Two” includes the following lines, which indicate the addressee’s dependence on 
the singer and their unified front against their problems: “Baby I’m here to stop 
your crying; chase all the ghosts from your head; I’m stronger than the monsters 
beneath your bed; smarter than the tricks played on your heart; we’ll look at them 
together, then w ell take them apart.” The Indigo Girls, in “Power of Two,” create a 
sense of healthy interdependence and strong union. In a song written and named for 
feminist writer Virginia Woolf, the Indigo Girls suggest an interdependence that 
binds the singer with Woolf: “If you need to know that you weathered the storm of 
cruel mortality, a hundred years later, I’m sitting here living proof.” The singer has 
benefited from the innovations of Woolf’s writing, and Woolf can take comfort in 
her effects on the singer’s life; the spiritual and intellectual union thus established 
has spanned generations.
Perhaps the most thematically relevant depiction of dependence appears in 
“Hammer And A Nail,” in which the line, “I’d found myself becoming immobile 
when I’d think a little girl in the world can’t do anything” appears. These lyrics are 
very rich in feminist subtexts; before women gained any ground as equal to men, 
they had few rights. It is possible that, with this statement, the Indigo Girls are 
suggesting that women are not yet equal to men, and thereby setting up the need for 
further reconstruction of gender.
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Discussion
The themes of love, oppression, religion, Truth, dependence, and unity that 
appear in the song lyrics of the Indigo Girls can be combined to form a feminist 
perspective. The discussion of love, dependence and unity are all related in the sense 
that the three center around one’s self-concept and a concern for how he or she 
relates that concept to relationships with others. Since feminist theory finds root in 
the influence exerted by society and social institutions on the individual woman, 
issues of self-worth and self-reliance are vital to such a world view. In most 
instances, individuals strive for true love, in which they can have freedom of 
expression and feeling of unity. By nature, this kind of love involves 
interdependence between lovers. Such unity is established when partners give and 
take equally and share both power and weakness. This distribution of power fits into 
the feminist idea of equality.
The reoccurring themes of religion and oppression also complement one 
another, since the overwhelming portrayal of religion is as a source of confusion, 
guilt and oppression. The song that most strongly links the two is “The Girl With 
The Weight Of The World In Her Hands.” Throughout history, the patriarchal 
structure of established religion has been a notable source of oppression for women. 
Other examples of oppression relate to similar situations in which discrimination 
took place on the basis of insignificant differences (i.e., the color of one’s skin, one’s 
sex, etc.).
The quest for Truth is at the root of any movement for equality or 
understanding. The Indigo Girls address the search for Truth in “Least 
Complicated,” then give the issue a sense of closure when “Closer to Fine” indicates 
that it will come in its own time and “Galileo” urges perseverance through the trials 
and dismissals that accompany such a quest. Truth can be found within oneself, but 
only with patience and faith.
The aforementioned themes create a feminist undertone in the songs of the 
Indigo Girls. Assuming that the journey toward the feminist goal of equality 
between the sexes is not yet complete, the songs in the study sample point to 
important lessons and concerns that the Indigo Girls envision as vital to the
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movement’s continued success. They create a vision of femininity as vulnerable and 
open to love, yet strong and capable of discernment.
The Indigo Girls use themes common to music in general, but handle them in 
a manner that both challenges typical gender roles and explores these themes in 
ways relevant to women. The result is a body of songs that set aside traditional 
expectations of women and encourage a search for feminine Truth via a journey 
through genuine feelings and free thoughts.
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KRISTIN WILL
Jewish Women in the Greco-Roman Period: Property or People?
Scholars of early Judaism have constructed different portraits of the lives of 
early Jewish women, with a particular focus on their involvement and integration in 
society. Some see women as pieces of property, with little or no freedom, while 
others depict these women as autonomous and highly contributive individuals. 
Rabbinic writings, such as the Mishnah, display evidence of both perspectives and 
are thus rather ambiguous resources, while inscriptions and other non-rabbinic 
sources support a more positive, progressive role of women. This essay will attempt 
to determine whether Jewish women in the Greco-Roman period were considered 
property or people through an examination of the Mishnah and non-rabbinic 
sources such as inscriptions and Philo's text, On The Contemplative Life.
The depiction of women in the Mishnah will provide the basis for the analysis 
presented in this paper. The Mishnah is a book of legal rules produced by Jewish 
sages in the second-century, and its importance continues to influence Jews today 
who contemplate the role of women in early Jewish society. 1 The holy book 
portrays a society and culture that is centered around the free adult Israelite male, 
who reigns over women, children, slaves, and anything else that he wishes to 
consider his "possession. "2 The Mishnah is divided into six parts which deal with 
agriculture, holy days, family law, civil and criminal law, sacred objects, and cultural 
purity. These sections are further broken down to outline certain guidelines and 
expected practices. Most of the rules that govern women's status are displayed in 
the section Nashim, which means "Division of Women."
There are inconsistencies, however, within the Mishnah's treatment of women. 
"On the one hand, the sages perceive women as sentient, intelligent beings whose 
reactions to real-life situations resemble those of men. On the other, they view 
women through the androcentric lens of a male dominated culture. "3 In the 
Mishnah, women are separated into two groups: dependent women and 
autonomous women. This book of legal rules recognizes three classes of dependent 
women (minor daughter, wife, and levirate widow, i.e., a widow without male heirs) 
and three classes of independent women (unmarried adult daughter, divorced 
woman, and regular widow).4 In their legal entitlements, these groups have
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different allowances, especially apparent in the ownership of the woman's biological 
function, i.e., her sexual and reproductive capabilities.
Dependent women possess no control over the use or profit derived from 
their sexual and reproductive capabilities. Rather, the control and economic benefit 
lies firmly in the hands of men, as illustrated by the fact that a dependent woman 
could be sold by the man who owned her for an established bride-price, or marriage 
dowry.5 The dependent female with the lowest status is the minor daughter; 
because of her virginity, she is considered a mere sexual entity with no power or 
rights. "The little girl is little more than her father's marketable asset."6 The bride- 
price is set twice as high for virgins as for non-virgins. "Making that amount of the 
marriage settlement vary so significantly with the presence or absence of virginity 
says that [a woman's] sexual status is a major factor in the choice of [a man's] wife."7 
Thus, a minor daughter exercises no right over her biological function; she is 
completely under her father's authority to dispose of her sexuality at his discretion.
The wife is the second example of a dependent female, whose roles include 
making herself sexually available to her husband along with performing basic 
household jobs such as baking, cleaning, and sewing.8 Her sexuality remains in the 
hands of a male to acquire, control, or dispose of as he pleases.9 Though she 
continues to be under the subordination of her husband, there are some benefits 
that are received by a married woman: she has her needs met by him and is even 
promised a sum of money upon dissolution of the marriage. 10 In addition, a wife 
can appoint agents to carry out her domestic tasks and can act as her husband's 
agent to sell his goods. It can be concluded that in the transition from being a 
father's daughter to a man's wife, a Jewish woman becomes more “person” than 
sexual property, though of course she receives far less than the freedom she 
deserves.
The levirate widow is the final example of a dependent woman who has limited 
control over her biological function. When a woman's husband dies without male 
issue, or an heir, Scripture requires her to marry her husband's brother in the hope 
that the union will produce a surrogate son and heir to the dead brother, so that his 
name may be preserved. 11 The levirate widow thus becomes the sexual property of 
her brother-in-law. However, she does differ in one aspect from the other 
dependent women: her situation is dictated by the divine law, as expressed in
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Scripture, not by human volition. 12 This woman is unfortunate for another reason. 
The widow's late husband's estate is passed directly to the brother to whom she is 
married; she lacks any right to inheritance even if she does not have any children. 13 
According to the aforementioned evidence on the treatment of dependent women 
as sexual property, "the Mishnaic system thus inextricably links a woman's social 
identity to ownership of her sexuality.” 14
The case for the autonomous Jewish woman is based upon the following 
corollary; "A woman's freedom from male authority rests precisely on the fact that 
no man can lay claim to her sexuality." 15 The woman's independent level of 
personhood surpasses that of the dependent because she controls every aspect of 
her private life. 16 The unmarried adult daughter, or emancipated daughter, is the 
counterpart of the minor daughter. Once a young woman reaches sexual maturity, 
or twelve and a half years of age, if her father has not yet arranged a marriage for 
her, she becomes automatically independent. 17 She may arrange her own marriage, 
and these vows may not be revoked by her father as long as she no longer lives in 
his household, although this was not common since most young women of this age 
still did depend on their fathers for shelter and basic provisions. However, "this 
paradigmatic rule lets her control her most important aspect-her sexuality." 18 It 
should be noted that the mention of the emancipated daughter seldom appears in 
the Mishnah, probably because the sages express more interest in the monetary 
value of a virgin to her father, and perhaps also because it is less typical for a 
daughter to have possessed this freedom. 19 The Mishnah also treats women of full 
age as equivalent to men in having the rights to engage in litigation, testify in court, 
swear an oath supporting or rebuking a legal claim, and make binding religious vows 
that no one can revoke.20
The counterdepiction of the dependent wife is apparent in the independent 
divorced woman. "The husband's surrender of control produces significant legal 
results by reactivating the woman's dormant power to make her own decisions in all 
matters of private law. "21 A divorcing husband must undergo an involved process 
to release his wife, and as soon as this procedure is initiated, the woman receives the 
rights of action that her eventual release will entail. For example, she can sometimes 
complete, advance, or postpone the divorce in certain situations, on account of her 
potential freedom. All in all, once the woman is released from her husband's
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authority, he no longer can control her life, and she may then marry whomever she 
pleases.22
The final antithetical example of the biological function is seen in the widow 
with heirs, who is autonomous, unlike her counterpart, the levirate widow. She has 
the power to carry out personal affairs freely within the limits of the law; she may 
conduct transactions involving the purchase and sale of property, for instance.23 
Also, her husband's death allows the widow to collect all of the property held in 
trust for her and she can thus accumulate considerable wealth.
The examples of the emancipated daughter, the divorced wife, and the widow 
with heirs all depict the autonomy of women based on the control of their biological 
function. These evaluations of the personal status of women in the Mishnah 
conclude that opportunities for equality with men exist but only for some fortunate 
women.
In addition to demarcating the personal status of women, the Mishnaic sources 
also prescribe the role of women in the public domain of the Jewish culture and 
their religious participation in the community. "The religious lives of Jewish women 
according to rabbinic tradition were considerably more limited than those of 
men."24 The sages systematically exclude women from the intellectual and spiritual 
forms of Mishnaic culture, for example, through exempting them from the 
recitation of specified prayers.25 The logic behind this is that women's domestic 
responsibilities might have made it impossible for them to fulfill the obligations of a 
devout Jewish male, though this theory was seen by some as a denial of a woman's 
full integration into a relationship with God.26 For example, men were expected to 
pray each day and wear special religious garments during prayer time, while women 
were exempt from this prayer. "Women's duty-first, last, and always-is to take care 
of the physical needs of husband, home, and children so that men may pursue 
unhampered the more intellectually and spiritually rewarding cultic and religious 
duties of the Israelite."27
There are three religious precepts that women were solely responsible to 
follow: the lighting of the candles at the onset of Sabbath, the separation of the 
dough prior to baking bread, and the observance of the laws of menstrual purity, 
called Niddah. These obligations of women seem to indicate an inclusion in Jewish
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religious society; however, some rabbis viewed the obligations as a punishment by 
God to be perpetuated throughout all generations of women. These responsibilities 
were very serious because if they were not performed, according to the Mishnah, 
then the women were threatened with death during childbirth.28
Also, the following of these rites by women was important to men because 
they determined a man's vigilance to his faith and well-being. The precept of the 
separation of the dough, for example, is delegated to women because they are the 
bread-bakers and must feed their husbands and their families. In addition, the 
women must light the Sabbath candle at sunset because the men had already gone to 
the synagogue to pray at that time.29
Niddah involves refraining from sexual relations during a woman's menstrual 
period and for sometime after, only resuming physical contact after she immerses in 
a ritual bath. The term "niddah" means "one who is distanced or banished" and the 
Mishnah devotes a whole section to the impurity of menstruating women.30 Once 
again, this negative precept stems from the concern of the men's purity, since 
Israelite men must avoid sexual relations with women during this period to avoid 
contamination. "The sages contemplate a woman both as an object that generates 
pollution and as a person who must actively avoid transmitting her impurity to 
vulnerable men."31 She is an object in that she is considered a mere pollutant 
during that time of the month; she is a person because she has a responsibility to 
fulfill and must rely on her intelligence and morality to carry it out.32
The next area of discussion of Jewish women in the public domain concerns 
their exemption and prohibition from the study of the Torah. “If anyone teaches 
his daughter the law (torah), it is as though he is teaching her lasciviousness.” This 
quotation in the Mishnah can be understood to mean “the more a woman knows, 
the more liberated she may become--above all, in her sexual conduct.”33 Another 
thought in the rabbinic text expresses that "a woman prefers one qab (measure of 
food) with lasciviousness to nine qabs with abstinence. "34 An interesting point can 
be made here. "It is quite astonishing that the only place in the Mishnah where the 
issue of educating women is raised directly is in this context of women's 
inappropriate behavior. The Mishnah here hints that the reason a man should not 
teach a woman Torah is a man's sexual proclivities: he will find himself unable to 
observe the boundaries of acceptable social intercourse," because during his
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teaching he may find the woman sexually attractive.35 Hence, once again, women 
are discriminated against in order to protect men, in this case from acting immorally 
or inappropriately.
"Praised be God that he has not created me a gentile! Praised be God that he 
has not created me a woman!"36 These two lines begin what is perhaps the most 
widely-known rabbinic saying from the early, mishnaic period. It is a final example 
of how early Jewish women were viewed in rabbinic sources like the Mishnah.
Based on the evidence just outlined, it seems that Jewish women are primarily 
looked down upon by the Mishnah sages. "The Mishnah clearly depicts a society 
that expeas women to spend their lives largely in the domestic realm. Systematic 
restriction of a woman's options made it virtually impossible to choose an 
alternative lifestyle. "37 The autonomous women did exercise many more rights than 
the dependent ones, though even the former were subject to fewer privileges than 
men. However, it should be kept in mind that much skepticism exists over the 
accuracy, validity, and attribution of authors of rabbinic sources such as the 
Mishnah.38 They should not necessarily be dismissed as evidence, but their 
usefulness should be carefully considered.
The uncertainty of the rabbinic sources leads to an interest in the portrayal of 
these women in non-rabbinic sources, such as inscriptions. The story of Rufina of 
Smyrna illustrates such an alternative, more inclusive view. The following Greek 
inscription found on a marble slab provides evidence for this: "Rufina, a Jewess, 
head of the synagogue, built this tomb for her freed slaves and the slaves raised in 
her household."39 To have been able to commission such an inscription, Rufina 
must have had considerable economic means for several reasons: such inscriptions 
were costly, the inscription describes Rufina as owning property and slaves, and 
finally, it notes that she was the head of a household.40 It is typical that Rufina's 
inscription contains no information about an occupation, because this data was 
rarely recorded in burial inscriptions, but her role as head of the synagogue may 
indirectly attest to the fact that she could read and write.41
There is also evidence that women played an important role in contributing 
financially to synagogues. There are forty-three inscriptions that have been found of 
women who donated to synagogues, which "show that at least some women
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controlled their own property and possessed sufficient sums of money to be able to 
donate from it. "42 One synagogue which portrays a particularly large number of 
women donors was in Apanea, in Syria. It contains nineteen "dedicatory 
inscriptions" on the mosaic floor, nine of which were ordered by women.43 Though 
this does not indicate that women held official synagogue titles, it does support the 
view that they were active members of the religious community.
It is compelling to note the feature of the inscription that records Rufina's role 
as "archisynogogos," or head of the synagogue. At least two other women leaders 
are known to have had this title, as indicated on their inscriptions, including Sophia 
of Girtyn and Theopempte of Myndos.44 There is a significant amount of debate 
among scholars over the interpretation of the title "archisynagogos" that was 
conferred upon Rufina and the other women in these inscriptions. Most have 
concluded that it is a purely honorific title, passed on to the women by their 
husbands who had held such a position in the synagogue, and thus that the women 
had no functions attached to the title.45 Other scholars assert a different opinion, 
based on the fact that no husband is mentioned on the inscription, as well as the 
fact that there is no indication in ancient sources that any titles of synagogue 
leadership were honorific at any time.46 The following excerpt supports the 
perspective that women like Rufina played a significant role in the Jewish 
community during this period:
The picture of Rufina the Jewess which emerges from this and 
related inscriptions is that of a wealthy, independent woman 
looking after her business affairs according to the customs of her 
time. Her Roman name and her wealth could indicate that she was 
a member of a leading family of Smyrna. There is no indication 
that she is married. She bore the title "archisynagogos," which, if 
her name had been Rufinus, would have entitled her to being listed 
in modem secondary literature as a leader of the Jewish community 
in ancient Smyrna. 47
There is another non-Mishnaic source that allows a glimpse into the religious 
fives of some Jewish women of this time period. Philo of Alexandria wrote a brief 
work called On the Contemplative Life describing a Jewish monastic community living 
outside Alexandria. The society consisted of both men and women, who were
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known as the Therapeutics. They lived in simple houses, prayed and studied the 
scriptures each day, and composed hymns and psalms.48 On a daily basis, the 
Therapeutics lived alone, but they convened for an assembly and a meal on the 
Sabbath. Men and women were seated separately at these assemblies, but Philo 
emphasizes that the women “customarily form part of the audience with the same 
zeal and the same sense of calling. ”49
Compared to Philo's other writings, which contained a general disparagement 
of women in regular Jewish society, these rather positive reflections on women in 
the Therapeutic community are interesting to scholars. Philo records that the female 
members were childless and unmarried, and that “unattached to husbands and 
children, they became suitable candidates for mystical union with the divine.”50 It 
seems that he accepted the inclusion of women in such a society because they 
sought "Wisdom" over a male partner, and thus they appeared "female in form 
only" to men such as Philo, because they did not desire an earthly mate. 51 It can be 
concluded that "the values of the Therapeutics, who prized knowledge, philosophy, 
chastity, the solitary life, and the spiritual quest of the individual soul above all other 
human endeavors, legitimized, if unintentionally, women who did not fulfill the 
usual social expectations. "52
What conclusion can be made, then, about the status of Jewish women in the 
Greco-Roman period based on the content of the Mishnah, inscriptions, and finally 
Philo's mention of the Therapeutic society? Were they property or people? This is 
a difficult question to resolve. One woman scholar, Judith Wegner, holds that 
"rabbinic statements about the nature and role of women cannot provide an 
objective view of women's history; rather, they offer an androcentric vision, 
sometimes colored by men's fears or wishful thinking about female sexuality. "53 
From inscriptions, a different portrait of Jewish women is apparent, compared to 
the Mishnaic writings. "Yet, there are many issues to which these sources do not 
speak, not the least of which is the perceptions of women themselves," and these 
inscriptions are much less obtainable than the survived rabbinic texts, notes Ross 
Kraemer, another Jewish women's history scholar.54 Finally, Philo's presentation of 
women as Therapeutics "did not so much change the rules for all women as it 
simply redefined Therapeutic women as men. "55
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There is evidence that women held some degree of freedom, such as the 
autonomous women in the Mishnah, women like Rufina found on inscriptions, and 
the inclusion of women in a monastic society. Conversely, the indication that 
women were treated as property is also very evident in the Mishnah. It seems 
reasonable to conclude that women were generally considered inferior to men and 
were excluded in many ways from society and religious life. Certainly dependent 
women were subject to possession of their sexuality by males, which is quite 
discriminatory.
An even more apparent conclusion that can be gleaned from this study is that 
more research and evidence are necessary to fully understand the status of early 
Jewish women. Both sides present compelling arguments, yet there is no definitive 
proof that any one viewpoint is the correct one. Hopefully, the study of Jewish 
women of this time period will continue to work toward solving the mystery of the 
history that defines their place in the Jewish faith today.
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KATHRYN MAC DONALD
Fear and Rapture: Women in the Canonical Resurrection Stories
In the four canonical Gospels (the four gospels accepted into the recognized 
New Testament) female followers of Jesus are central figures in the stories 
concerning the discovery of the empty tomb and the Resurrection. Matthew, Mark, 
Luke, and John vary in their accounts of many events in Jesus' life, but all four agree 
that at least one woman was present at Jesus' tomb on the first Easter morning. 
Although some women do figure prominently in the New Testament stories, for 
example, the Virgin Mary and Mary and Martha, and some experience important 
interactions with Jesus, such as the Syrophoenician woman (Mark 7), or the woman 
who anoints Jesus' feet (Luke 7), in general they are overshadowed by the male 
disciples. However, it is women who have the very important roles of becoming the 
first witnesses to the Resurrection and who are given the responsibility of telling 
others about the miracle.
Women, not men, are the first evangelists to the risen Jesus. The synoptic 
Gospels, that is, Matthew, Mark, and Luke, describe basically similar accounts of the 
discovery of the empty tomb and the Resurrection of Jesus. It is a largely accepted 
theory that Matthew and Luke used the earlier Gospel of Mark as a source material 
(Levine 339, Schaberg 364), and an examination of the Resurrection events seems to 
support this idea. While the structure and major details are generally the same, the 
tones, moods, and purposes vary in the three. The Resurrection story is notably 
different in the Gospel of John. Unlike the synoptic Gospels, John emphasizes the 
close emotional bond between Mary Magdalene and Jesus, and how one woman 
comes to understand and believe in the Resurrection.
Mark
A superficial reading off Mark's shorter ending to the Resurrection story paints 
a depressing picture that seems to insult the intelligence and courage of the female 
followers. After the women meet the angelic messenger, here described only as "a 
young man wearing a white robe" (Mark 16:5), the Gospel ends with the 
disheartening line, "So they went out and ran from the tomb, distressed and 
terrified. They said nothing to anyone, because they were afraid" (Mark 16:8). This
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ending is not one that most Christians today would like to hear on Easter Sunday 
because it seems that no one understood Jesus' message and that he died in vain. 
Mary Ann Tolbert asserts that "this conclusion to Mark's 'good news' about Jesus 
Christ (Mark 1:1) has been so unacceptable to many Christians that they added 
several alternative endings to a number of the ancient manuscript copies of the 
Gospel text" (350).
The shorter end to the Gospel does not need to be as bleak as it might seem at 
first. Mark is not necessarily singling out the female followers as weak and incapable 
of understanding that Jesus had truly risen from the dead. At this point in the 
Gospel the eleven male disciples have already fled, so Mark is actually describing the 
women as more faithful than the men. Luise Schottroff points out that "being 
found at Jesus' tomb involved a great risk, just as other activities did that revealed an 
affiliation with the one crucified" (172). The women go to Jesus' tomb knowing 
that there could be consequences if they are recognized as his followers. They are 
more concerned with honoring their beloved teacher's body with proper burial rites 
than they are with their own safety.
The women, who are named as Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James, 
and Salome in Mark's Gospel, want to show their love and devotion to Jesus, even if 
they don't understand any better than the apostles what has happened to him. In 
the Gospel of Mark, the disciples are very often portrayed negatively, while the 
women for the most part "are depicted positively, as persons who either come to 
Jesus in faith for healing, perform loving acts for him, stand as examples of piety to 
be emulated, or speak truth when a disciple does not" (Tolbert 350). Therefore, it 
makes sense that the women followers would be the last ones to honor Jesus when 
all the others have fled. The women "are tough and persistent in their affectionate 
desire" (Schottroff 183) so that their love for Jesus supersedes any fears they may 
have had about approaching the tomb. Mark tries to show, however, normal people 
could not handle the mystery of the Resurrection, and even the formerly brave 
women flee the empty tomb in the end.
There have been many different attempts to interpret the Gospel of Mark so 
that the disappointing ending fits into some kind of context. In G. O'Collins' essay, 
"The Fearful Silence of Three Women," he discusses different theories surrounding 
the women's behavior at the tomb. O'Collins discusses R.H. Lightfoot's
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interpretation that the women's "fear" after hearing that Jesus was risen was the kind 
of fear implied with the often used phrase "fear of God." This does not suggest an 
actual fear of being punished or harmed, but a "fear caused by revelation."
Lightfoot suggests that the women were not feeling the typical definition of fear, but 
were struck dumb from a sense of awe and amazement (O'Collins 500). This is an 
interesting interpretation, but common translations of the Bible text with use of 
words like "distressed and terrified" (Mark 16:8) seem to contradict the view. It is 
plausible that the women were in awe of the messenger from God. In considering 
Lightfoot's theory, it seems that the women were in revelatory fear because they 
knew they witnessed a miracle, but they were still shocked from all the grief and 
confusion surrounding Jesus' death. It may be that the women were aware of 
witnessing something miraculous, but were not able to comprehend it yet, just like 
all the other disciples in Mark, and this is why they kept their silence.
Schottroff adds a historical context as a means to explain Mark's distressing 
ending. She explains that the faith community during the time Mark was writing the 
Gospel was that of a "scattered flock", not yet knowing how to reunite themselves 
after Jesus' death. The ending to Mark does not feel complete, and the reason for 
this is that "the positive continuation of the desperate last sentence in Mark 16:8 can 
be acted out only by the community" (Schottroff 188). Mark wanted the people to 
see that things were unfinished in his Gospel and that it was up to them to bring 
about a satisfactory ending. Mary Ann Tolbert comments on the same idea when 
she says that "Ancient writing was intended to do things, to make people act or 
believe or change their behavior" (362). Perhaps Mark chose this ending to his 
Gospel hoping that a document of the former failures would spur the people to 
faithful action.
Matthew
Matthew wrote his Gospel in "a community under the pressure of persecution as 
well" (Schottroff 189), but he chose a different way to present Jesus' Resurrection 
than Mark. Matthew's Gospel is very similar to that of Mark, but his tone is much 
more hopeful. While Mark's women flee the tomb "distressed and terrified" (Mark 
16:8), the women in Matthew, this time named as "Mary Magdalene and the other 
Mary" (Matt. 28:1), run from the tomb "afraid and yet filled with joy" (28:8). These 
women are feeling the fear and awe of revelation that Lightfoot assigned to Mark's
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Gospel. Matthew's account of the heavenly messenger is more dramatic than Mark's 
version: "Suddenly there was a violent earthquake; an angel of the Lord came down 
from heaven, rolled the stone away, and sat on it" (Matt. 28:2). It would be a 
perfectly natural reaction to feel fear after seeing that, but at the same time these 
women seem to understand and believe that Jesus has risen from the dead. As 
O'Collins' asserts, "Matthew seems to have been dissatisfied with what he found in 
Mark and modifies the women's reaction" (489). Matthew believed that describing 
the joy that the women felt would help people believe in the Resurrection more than 
Mark's unfinished approach.
The other important difference between Mark and Matthew is that in Matthew 
the women actually meet Jesus himself. It is significant however, that the women 
already believe and are fulfilling their duties as evangelists before they meet with 
Jesus. The meeting with Jesus himself just cements their faith. Matthew portrays 
the women's roles in these events in a very positive light. Unlike Mark's account, 
the women suppress their fears to become the heralds of Jesus' message. The close 
relationship of these women to Jesus is also displayed with "They came up to him, 
took hold of his feet, and worshipped him" (Matt. 28:9). The women automatically 
believe in Jesus when they seem him They show no doubts, but hold on to him 
with both real affection, and a sense of reverence implied by the word "worship." 
This is the man they have followed and loved, but they can also tell there is a 
solemnity that has changed them all.
Luke
In the third synoptic Gospel, Luke tells a similar story to Mark and Matthew.
The women in this version, Mary Magdalene, Joanna, and Mary the mother of 
James, come to the tomb to anoint Jesus and encounter another incarnation of the 
angelic messenger, "Two men in bright shining clothes stood before them" (Luke 
24:4). The angels explain to the women that Jesus has been raised, and the status of 
women in Jesus' group of followers is highlighted when the angels quote Jesus' exact 
words: "The Son of Man must be handed over to sinful men, be crucified, and three 
days later rise to fife" (Luke 24:7). The angels ask the women if they remember 
what Jesus had said would happen. This implies that the women were very much a
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part of all that Jesus did, and the male disciples were not the only ones privy to 
Jesus' teaching.
Luke describes the women as not only remembering Jesus' words, but 
understanding their meaning. Marie-Eloise Rosenblatt asserts that "Women's faith 
in the resurrection is spontaneous and immediate. They need only one question and 
a single prompting from the angels (Luke 24, 6-7). Then they turn into evangelists" 
(49). The most significant part of Luke's version from a feminist perspective is that 
the women run to tell the male disciples all that happened on their own initiative. 
The angels do not specifically tell them to spread the news, but they want everyone 
to know the joy they feel. In Matthew, there is no indication that the male disciples 
doubted what the women reported to them, but in Luke, "the apostles thought that 
what the women said was nonsense, and they did not believe them" (24:11). This 
may seem to imply that the women were not considered reliable sources, but Jane 
Schaberg suggests that the male disciples needed to see it with their own eyes, and 
could not accept indirect testimony from any source, male or female (379).
John
Mary Magdalene is listed as one of the women present in all three of the synoptic 
Gospels, but she does not function autonomously in any of these stories. In the 
Gospel of John, however, the story focuses on Mary's love for Jesus. It is Mary 
alone who decides to go to the tomb on the day after the Sabbath, and finds that 
Jesus' body has disappeared. Mary immediately runs to tell Simon Peter and the 
"other disciple". That Mary assumes someone has stolen the body, rather than 
making the connection to the Resurrection is not surprising. As with the other 
Gospels, the men and women are not able to immediately understand what Jesus 
had said would happen. Gail R. O'Daly explains that "until the community 
encounters the risen Jesus, there are no categories through which to understand the 
empty tomb. The preresurrection world cannot make sense of an empty tomb with 
any theory except grave robbing" (389).
The disciples do go to corroborate what Mary has told them, but they leave 
soon after as baffled as Mary herself. It is Mary all alone who encounters the risen 
Jesus in the most emotional and personal version of the Resurrection. Mary is 
desperate to understand where Jesus' body has gone because she feels she has lost
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connection with him. In The Women Around. Jesus, Moltmann-Wendell states that as 
long as Mary "still felt the physical nearness of Jesus, she was unshakeable in her 
faithfulness and perseverance" (70). Her faith is lessened when Jesus is not present 
in the flesh. She speaks to the angels about the loss of Jesus' physical body without 
stopping to think about what the angels are, and she does not at first recognize Jesus 
himself. Instead she begs "the gardener" to tell her where the body is.
This is where the story turns into one that outlines the deep personal 
relationship shared by Jesus and Mary. All Jesus has to do is say her name (an act 
that gains significance because so many women do not even have names in the 
Bible) and she realizes who he is. The way that Jesus says her name awakens great 
joy and understanding in her. Mary immediately replies to her name with the single 
word, "Rabboni!" (John 20:16). Susan Haskins explains that this word for teacher 
"has a more solemn resonance than the usual term 'rabbi,' and was usually reserved 
for God" (9). This distinction shows that Mary truly understood that Jesus had 
risen and that her relationship with him would now be different.
Even though Mary does seem to recognize the solemnity of the situation, her 
joy is so abundant that she makes a move to touch Jesus, but he tells her, "Do not 
hold on to me" (John 20: 17). In Matthew, it is perfectly acceptable for the women 
to worship at Jesus' feet, but John is trying to show that Jesus is no longer entirely of 
the human realm, but is ascending into the spiritual one. Mary and the other 
disciples may feel that they need Jesus to stay and guide them, but he is asking them 
to let him go. Mary accepts that change, seeing that "any kind of physical contact 
she might have had with him formerly is no longer appropriate, and that she should 
cease from worshipping him in a human, corporeal sense" (Haskins 10). Maty must 
understand that the man she loved as Jesus is now more aligned with the God she 
worships, and she does accept that change by doing his bidding and becoming his 
first evangelist.
Conclusion
Mark and John show two extremes of the Resurrection story. In the former, all 
the disciples, male and female, have disappeared in fear, but in the latter, Mary 
Magdalene sees firsthand and is able to turn her love for Jesus the man into her love 
for Jesus the divine. While Matthew and Luke do not take an extreme position
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compared to the other two stories, they also address important aspects surrounding 
how the faith community accepted Jesus' Resurrection. All four stories take 
different approaches to explaining how Jesus passed out of the human world and 
into the spiritual one, and the immediate reasons for how they were written vary, 
but in all the canonical Gospels, God's daughters are given their chance to 
participate in the miracle as much as his sons.
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JENNIFER DEBISSCHOP
When I began researching the topic of women’s inclusion in church hierarchies 
I planned on finding information to support an assumption I had made, mainly that 
women in the Protestant faiths are far more included in churches than women in the 
Catholic faith. My assumption was based on my own experience having grown up 
in a Congregational Church and having had four female ministers that greatly 
influenced me and my growth therein. Upon researching this topic I found that, 
although women in the Protestant faith are allowed to be ordained in order to 
preach, ordination does not necessarily ensure a position in a parish. This is, in 
some ways, comparable to the exclusion of women from the priesthood in the 
Catholic Church.
Aside from having personal issues with the problem of exclusion of women 
from at least these two types of traditional churches, aspiring to one day become a 
minister myself, this exclusion poses a problem to the general worshipping public as 
well. Statistics show that the number of priests active in the Catholic Church is 
greatly decreasing. The figures show that within a ten year span, from 1982 to 1992, 
the number of priests in the United States dropped from 58,000 to 51,000 (Hunter 
and Sargent 551). This issue is of grave concern for those people who worship in 
Catholic parishes. The leadership is quickly diminishing without any alternatives for 
rejuvenation or revival of numbers. The ordination of women would help alleviate 
this problem. Women have traditionally been excluded from the ministry due to 
various systemic factors (e.g. male-dominated hierarchy and historical societal 
stereotypes regarding women) in both the Catholic and the Protestant Churches. 
Therefore, women interested in full participation in church life have been fighting 
back with a feminist theology. In the following pages, I will develop the argument 
that women in both the Catholic and Protestant Churches are suffering from 
exclusion due mainly to systemic and societal factors, but that they are willing to 
fight back in order to assume the positions they have long-awaited and so deserve.
Women in the Church: Inclusion or Exclusion
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Women have not always been subjected to such extreme domination by men in 
the church. In fact, according to the Catholic Biblical Association of America,
There is positive evidence in the New Testament that ministries 
were shared by various groups, that women did in fact exercise 
roles and functions later associated with priestly ministry, that the 
arguments against the admission of women to priestly ministry 
based on the praxis of Jesus and the apostles, disciplinary 
regulations and the created order cannot be sustained. (Wallace 31)
There is also historical information on women’s involvement in ministry in the 
Greco-Roman period and throughout Asia Minor, Greece, Gaul, Sicily, and 
southern Italy through the fifth and sixth centuries AD (Shaw 21). During such 
time, women were ordained and played major roles in the Church hierarchy, taking 
such positions as deacons or exorcists (Shaw 24). However, these positions were 
soon usurped by the Church and given to men.
The aforementioned women unfortunately became “exceptions that proved the 
rule-that women were gradually, inexorably, and deliberately excluded from formal 
positions of authority within the organization of the Christian church” (Shaw 21). 
Shortly after, women were made to forfeit their authoritative positions; the rule of 
order within the household was carried into the Church. There was a separation of 
the sexes in church and a gender-based hierarchy was established placing women at 
the bottom. In addition, women were not allowed to speak in the church. Finally 
there was a “decisive move to impose head coverings on women as a symbol of 
submission to the ‘head’ of the household and to God the Father” (Shaw 24). 
Women who had once played major roles in the Church and in its duties were soon 
made to remain quiet and not allowed to take an active role in the services at all. 
Besides a few female martyrs for religious causes, whose stories were documented 
and manipulated by men, women became the silent and subservient members of the 
Church. This remained the state of affairs for an extensive period of time and was 
not officially changed until the 19th century by the Protestant Church and not until 
Vatican II in the 20lh century for the Catholic Church.
History o f Women in the Cburch
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“Before the changes legislated by the Vatican Council between 1962 and 1965, 
women, like children, were seen but not heard in the Roman Catholic Church” 
(Wallace 24). Presently, women are highly involved in certain areas of the Catholic 
Church. Since the conclusion of the Vatican II Council, 52% of members of parish 
councils, 60% of Eucharistic ministers, and 50% of lectors are women (Wallace 25). 
On the national level, women are moving into positions as theologians, canon 
lawyers, and scripture scholars -- traditionally male roles in the Catholic Church. 
Women are now aiding in areas such as marriage preparation and preparation for 
membership and baptism They are not as afraid to oppose the Church hierarchy 
regarding female issues, such as birth control and ordination as they were before 
(Wallace 24). Such information might lead one to conclude that the Catholic 
Church is undergoing a major upheaval and soon will let women into the highest 
echelons of the hierarchy. Upon further review, however, I found the opposite 
holds true.
The improvement in women’s position in the Catholic Church has stagnated. 
There are women in almost every aspect of the Church, from lay ministers to 
administrative positions. Yet, while the changes that occurred under Vatican II and 
with the revision of the canon law opened up more opportunities to women for 
active involvement in the Church, the power and instruction of such activities was 
left to the pastors, the priests, the men. On February 3, 1977, the Vatican formally 
declared that women would not be allowed ordination into the priesthood, and this 
has been the official position on the topic since that time. Therefore, women spend 
countless hours preparing people for extremely important religious events (e.g. 
marriage and baptism) but are not allowed to officiate in those events.
Many women in pastoral positions find this contradiction difficult to bear. On 
one hand, the Church is asking them to participate more fully in its inner-workings, 
but then they are slapped in the face with the decree that the one job they truly 
desire, that of pastor and priest, cannot be attained due to their sex. “Because of the 
limitations, because of the lack of understanding that ministry and administration go 
together, that a woman can do it, that a woman can have competence in it,”
(Wallace 32), many women are finding it very painful to be involved in the Catholic 
Church.
Women in the Catholic Faith
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This issue has been examined at length by various sources. Father Jack 
Rathschmidt, one such source, sees no reason why women should not be ordained 
in the future, but argues that it cannot occur now. Until then, Father Rathschmidt 
has proposed alternatives for women of the Catholic faith. Father Rathschmidt sees 
the possibility of having women preach as a positive opportunity, seeing as women 
have different life and religious experiences than men. Yet, even while he speaks of 
the good of creating a way for unordained members of the congregations of 
Catholic Churches to preach the word and share their experiences, he introduces 
two limiting factors to the possibility of women preaching. He first states that it 
would be especially helpful if women would help preach on the days dedicated to 
Mary, the Virgin Mother (Rathschmidt 20). The problem with this proposal is that 
it is set up to perpetuate the idea of women, first and foremost, as mothers and 
nurturers and not necessarily preachers. Secondly, he states a fear regarding public 
speaking that “public speaking is one of the most feared experiences people can 
face. At all costs, we need to avoid poor preaching in an area as vulnerable as 
women preaching” (Rathschmidt 20). In the same breath he uses to empower 
women to preach, he shoots them down with an insult to their abilities as preachers, 
due to the fact that they are vulnerable. Although he proposes alternatives to 
women’s complete subordination, Father Rathschmidt also aids in perpetuating the 
socialized ideas and stereotypes that men are taught about women, and women are 
taught about themselves by society.
Women in the Protestant Faith
Women in the Protestant faith have been ordained ministers since before the 
Civil War. The first female to be ordained was Reverend Antoinette L. Brown at a 
Congregational Church in New York in September of 1853 (Hunter and Sargent 
548). Since then, there has been a growth in representation and leadership of 
women at the national as well as local level. Feminization of the clergy is very 
important due to the stagnation and gradual decrease of male pastors in certain 
denominations. In the last twenty years women's representation in Protestant 
seminaries tripled, rising from 10% of the total student body in 1972 to 31% in 1991 
(Hunter and Sargent 550). A 1980 study done of women ministers, entitled Women 
o f the cloth, found some positive aspects regarding the experiences of females living 
the pastoral life. The study showed the following five positive aspects. (1) Women
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were making progress relative to ‘pioneers’ in the ministry. (2) They were having 
comfortable and positive seminary experiences. (3) Women felt no undue difficulty 
in ordination or in finding a first job. (4) The researchers received a positive 
evaluation from the women regarding their pastoral positions. (5) Women were able 
to bring different experiences and a different point of view to congregations (Chang 
567-568). These are all very positive points that the women explained and that the 
researchers were able to express in their study, but, much like the women in the 
Catholic Church, there is a darker side to the experience of women in the Protestant 
Church as well.
Due to the lack of a central control, or hierarchy of appointment such as that 
found in the Catholic Church, local Protestant churches are placed in charge of 
hiring their clergy members. Female clergy are faced with the problems of 
discrimination in hiring practices, the stereotypically female need to successfully 
balance the public and private sphere while working a 60-plus-hour week, and the 
resistance of local parishes to female pastors (Chang 568). Arguments coming from 
local parish members revolve around the idea that bringing a clergywoman into the 
parish might cause conflict and tension among church members, e.g., regarding 
women in power and the offering of child care (Chang 569). As a result women are 
more likely than men to take a job outside the Church, in the secular realm, after 
seminary.
Women who do find a job in a local parish receive lower salaries, earning 
roughly 9% less than male clergy, and face the “stained-glass ceiling” (Lehman and 
Schmidt 102). The majority of women who enter the Church as pastors only rise so 
far up the “promotional ladder” by obtaining positions in bigger churches with 
bigger congregations before they are prevented from going any further. Even 
though women in the Protestant Church might seem to be in better standing than 
women in the Catholic Church, studies show that women in Protestant ministries 
participate in a “secondary labor market.” They are more likely to be paid less and 
receive fewer benefits, are afforded less job security, and given fewer opportunities 
for “upward” mobility into larger churches with greater responsibilities (Chang 568).
Much like many other previously male-dominated fields in society, the 
Protestant ministry has become devalued due to the entrance of women into clerical 
posts. “As women have taken more positions among the clergy, the clergy has lost
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status and power” (Hunter and Sargent 561). The “stained-glass ceiling” 
phenomena works to keep this devaluation from spreading to the upper echelons of 
the clergy. This last point helps to make the connection between religion and 
economics/politics and prove the interconnection of the issues that people are 
dealing with daily in U.S. society.
Feminist Theology
Perhaps the most empowering of the ways in which women in the Church are 
forging a battle against oppression is through feminist theology. The frame and 
motivation for this theology is based on three aspects of the female religious 
experience. These three aspects are as follows: women’s historical invisibility, 
frustration in traditional roles, and powerlessness in institutions (Bromberg 11). 
There is a fierce struggle occurring between women’s professional desires and 
society’s social laws which dictate that women must remain first and foremost 
housewives and mothers. For years women have been regarded as the members in 
society who should not deal with the public sphere, and the Church helps to 
reinforce that view through its discriminatory practices against women. “Since the 
1960s two movements in American society have become increasingly influential: the 
feminist movement and conservative religion in its various denominations” (Mauss 
and Steiner-Aeschliman 248). Unfortunately for women looking to gain a position 
in the Church hierarchy, these two movements are not cooperative. Instead the 
fast-growing conservative denominations are extremely resistant to accommodations 
with feminism (Mauss and Steiner-Aeschliman 249). The feminist theologians, 
instead of trying to resist such a strong force, are forging their own kind of theology.
“Common to liberation theologies [feminist theology included] is the necessary 
task of a revisionist history; that is, reconceiving history in the light of the oppressed 
rather than accepting existing historical work which, it is alleged, is based on the 
viewpoints and documents of those who are in power” (Dillenberger and Welch 
316). The women creating this theology have been confined to dependent roles 
throughout history. Therefore, especially in the Catholic branch of the movement, 
women are trying to (1) raise public consciousness regarding the second-class status 
of women, (2) reflect on the countless hours of unpaid service they have provided, 
and (3) reflect on exclusion from the most important functions of the ministry
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(Wallace 29). Through reflection comes motivation, and the women developing 
feminist theology are motivated to challenge and change the ways in which the 
Church works. “The feminist challenge does not only concern itself with the role 
and status of women in religions, but calls into question the very concepts, images, 
and symbols embedded in religious language and thought” (Hunter and Sargent 
556).
Questioning the symbols and beliefs upon which they have been raised causes 
women involved in feminist theology to reexamine themselves and their identities. 
This reexamination requires involvement in various aspects of society, including 
politics, social issues, and of course religion. One example of the controversial 
issues being dealt with by religious feminists is abortion. Many religious feminists 
believe in the right for a woman to choose. The women involved in this ongoing 
debate feel that the Church has always treated women as children and not adult 
moral agents. They are taking a stand against that view of women using the 
argument that women are capable of judging the situation and deciding for 
themselves (Snitow 556). By examining such issues and working to fight against the 
power of the large organization that is the Church, women involved with feminist 
theology are carrying out the programmatic which is “to uncover the bias and 
oppression within religious institutions and belief and in society as a whole” (Hunter 
and Sargent 554). Even nuns and lay women working in church-related careers are 
beginning to “erode male hegemony over the Church’s ministry” and establish a 
growing sense of female equality (Schoenherr and Young 4). As one can see, 
women are working in all capacities and on all fronts to promote equality between 
men and women within the Church.
Conclusion
As I touched on in the introduction, I was surprised by the information that I 
received through my research for this essay. I do not know whether, just because I 
am planning on going into the ministry, I envisioned a dream world in which 
women are able to obtain positions in the ministry, or perhaps I was basing my 
assumptions on past experiences in my life with female ministers. I knew what I 
would find in regards to Catholic women and the opportunities available to them in
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the Church, but I had not heard about feminist theology at all and found that very 
interesting.
As I read and wrote the rest of the essay I asked myself which type of woman 
is “better off” in today’s society. Is it the Protestant woman who becomes ordained 
in the faith and then is not able to obtain a position performing the services she 
trained for? Or is it the Catholic woman who enters into activity in the Church with 
no realistic expectations of becoming a priest, and therefore would supposedly not 
be let down by her immobility? I cannot decide which of these two situations is 
better. The best situation that was presented in the research is by far the one of the 
religious feminists who have the courage to fight for something they so steadfastly 
believe in and see as a true injustice against the majority of the people who worship 
in Christian churches today. These women “understand their situation as oppressed 
in all facets of existence, demanding a liberation that touches all segments of life and 
affirms them as persons of equal worth and status with males, however distinct 
women and men are at physical and psychic levels” (Dillenberger and Welch 324).
Ethically, Christian churches identify themselves with values of 
justice and equality. Socially, the issue of women’s rights has been 
affirmed by secular society and women’s ability to perform well in a 
number of traditional male occupations. At the same time, 
theological interpretations within the Christian tradition are often 
actively mobilized to support a resistance to female clergy. (Chang 
569)
I feel this quote needs further discussion. One cannot look at the Church preaching 
the values of justice and equality and then look at the plight of women and 
oppressed peoples in many countries and say that the Church does not have one 
foot in a puddle of hypocrisy. Many times people separate the Church and religion 
from everyday life, and therefore could not imagine blaming it for the problems that 
women and other oppressed peoples are suffering. Yet, the Church is a part of 
everyday life. As was presented through the research, the Church has its hand in 
political, social, and economic issues, the issues that people deal with every day. 
Once this fact is realized it becomes easier to see how the Church is capable of 
playing a role in such oppression.
58
The research presented in this essay clearly shows that the issues of patriarchy 
and male domination are hard at work in the religious sphere as well. They are 
forces that work together to suppress opportunities for women, and they also work 
together in order to prevent women from succeeding once in the door. As was 
evidenced in the statistics regarding female clergy, salary and the “stained-glass 
ceiling,” patriarchy and male-domination, and the systemic factors which result can 
keep females from economic prosperity. Women pastors are expected to complete 
the same responsibilities stereotypically handed down by society that other women 
are. A woman cannot simply go to work full time and go home to her family and 
relax. Instead, upon walking in the door the proverbial “second shift” begins and 
the woman is rushing once again.
In conclusion, I would like to examine one more quote that I found extremely 
interesting in one of the articles I read. “Women are not leaving the church, but are 
insisting on remaining within it on their own terms” (Bromberg 11). The women 
who are battling against the traditional male power occurring within the Church do 
not want to leave. Many people who attend church try to find one they like and 
remain there as a member for an extended period of time. Therefore it may be 
uncomfortable for a woman to leave and try to join another church, but it may be 
just as uncomfortable to sit through a male-dominated service in which a man 
preaches about a man who preaches about a man. It is important that women 
continue to challenge the perpetuation of patriarchal tradition that takes place every 
time they walk into a church service. In my opinion, women should continue to 
fight for stipulations such as inclusive language, non-discriminatory practices, and 
further active involvement in their churches and services if they deem it necessary to 
fulfill their faith and to help promote equality for women on all fronts.
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AMANDA INNES
Taking Off My Hair
Each strand of hair on my head, shaven, 
Fell to the ground, one by one
Each fell with a different speed 
And sense of harshness
And with each, fell my (any) girl experience:
The first strand represented 
the time that I lost the election because 
The second grade class thought 
that a girl couldn’t do it right
The second strand represented 
The time that I stepped on the scale 
And sobbed for hours 
because I had surpassed 100
The third strand represented 
The time that my best friend 
Wouldn’t speak to me because 
Some boy wouldn’t hear her “no!”
The fourth strand represented 
The time that a strange man in a cab 
Interrupted my walk to ask,
“Do you want to have sex?”
But every strand fell, and I dropped loose 
The gender-related experiences 
that I have been unable to avoid
Each strand fell into the sink 
And I washed them away 
Forgetting by the second each 
Memory that made me a sad girl
Now I have no hair 
So those experiences have 
No place to grasp on to 
And my head will be finally free
With each falling strand,
I dumped the role I was expected to fill, 
I growled at my every fear of night,
I hissed at every demeaning comment
Because I am a girl
Taking off her hair,
Losing the weight of those moments, 
And with a beautiful bare head 
Challenging the occurrence of the next
The logo o f  the La Salle University Women’s Studies 
Program is adapted from  the Sara Steele painting, 
Feng/Abundance of  Light.
1 988 by Sara Steele, All Rights Reserved.
____
s
La Salle University 
Women's Studies 
1900 W. Olney Avenue 
Philadelphia, PA 19141-1199
